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From overt threat to invisible presence: discursive shifts in representations of gender in
menstrual product advertising

Rachel Campbell, Boys & Girls Advertising, Dublin
Dr Olivia Freeman, Technological University Dublin
Dr Valerie Gannon, Technological University Dublin

Abstract
The menstrual product brand ‘Always’ and its #LikeAGirl campaign has made headlines for
being at the forefront of a menstrual liberation, championing female empowerment and gender
equality. This paper utilises a visual discourse analysis approach (Rose, 2016) to explore the
discursive shifts in ‘Always’ advertisements over the past four decades. Specifically, the
question as to how the construction of menstruation has changed over time in the advertising
discourse of the ‘Always’ brand is addressed. Three dominant discourses of menstruation are
identified: overt threat, uncontrollable and invisible. These discourses function as strong claims
to truth as they reach the everyday life of female consumers playing a pivotal role in their
creation of meaning.
Summary Statement of Contribution
Our findings contribute to theorising how representations of menstruation have developed over
time. Three dominant discourses of menstruation are identified: overt threat, uncontrollable
and invisible. The study contributes to a growing body of work using visual discourse analysis
methods. It contributes useful insights for brands engaging with women generally, and
specifically for menstrual category brands which should seek a balance between discourses of
empowerment and authentic representations of menstruation.
Keywords
Visual discourse analysis, Femvertising, Advertising

Introduction
In traditional societies and religious scripture, menstruation has historically been positioned as
taboo (Ussher, 2006), and even in developed economies in the 20th century it has been
associated with shame and embarrassment (Lee, 1994; Oxley, 1998; Thomas, 2007).
Representations of menstruation within advertising for menstrual products have, in parallel,
shown menstruation in similar terms (Luke, 1997; Park, 1996), despite the changes in womens’
positions and roles in developed economies. Consequently researchers have argued that
traditionally advertising has failed to provide consumers with an authentic portrayal of the
realities of periods (Courtney, 2018).
However this positioning of menstruation in society generally is beginning to change, both in
developing and developed economies (Zraik, 2018). In parallel advertising for brands is also
starting to challenge old category boundaries by beginning to de-stigmatise menstruation and
put forward representations of empowerment (Hynds, 2017). The ‘Always’ brand has been a
leader in the category of menstrual products in several markets since its launch in 1984 (Procter
and Gamble, 2015), and has recently won widespread acclaim for its #LikeAGirl campaign,
described as being at the forefront of a shift in advertising norms challenging traditional gender
categories and widening the definition of what it means to be a girl by transforming the negative
insult ‘#LikeAGirl’ into a term of empowerment (Hynds, 2017). ‘Always’ has adopted an
activist brand position in helping to redefine the territory for advertising in the menstrual
product category and in redirecting the discourse from one of shame to one of feminist values.
Examining the discursive shift in how menstruation is constructed over time is of value in
understanding how brands can contribute to perpetuating or incrementally changing ideologies.
This paper uses a visual discourse analytical lens (Rose, 2016) and examines advertisements
from ‘Always’, one of the brand leaders in this category, across a forty year time frame, as a
‘revelatory case study’ (Yin, 2017) in the area of menstrual product advertising (Del-Saz-Rubio
& Pennock-Speck, 2009; Malefyt & McCabe, 2016; Mandziuk, 2010; Merskin, 1999).

Literature Review

Traditional Contexts for Menstruation
The cultural taboo surrounding menstruation has been explored and critiqued within
anthropology and cultural studies (Bhartiya, 2013; Buckley & Gottlieb, 1988; Delaney et al.,
1988; Greer, 1970; Ussher, 2006). One source of this taboo is religious scripture. Ussher (2006)
describes how in Hindu law menstruating women are required to live separately from men and
to abstain from sexual intercourse, preparing meals, visiting holy places and touching religious
texts (Ussher, 2006). Menstruation remains a broadly taboo subject in India (Waheed, 2018)
and Hindus in Nepal are expected to stay in ‘menstrual huts’ (Bhartiya, 2013, p.525).
Orthodox Judaism also promotes strict laws on menstruating women or niddah who must live
separately from their husbands (Ussher, 2006). Following the seven non-menstruating days
women must undergo a mikvah: a purifying bath that removes all dirt and pollution (Bhartiya,
2013; Ussher, 2006). Islamic law and traditions also impose restrictions on menstruating
women, forbidding intercourse, and limiting faith practices such as ritual prayer and washing.
Furthermore, ablutions must be performed at the end of the menstruating period (Dunnavant
and Roberts, 2013). More generally many tribal and primitive cultures marked menstruation
with rituals of temporary ostracism (Delaney et al., 1988; Schroeder, 1976) and some primitive
cultures have

even linked menstruation to black magic (Luke, 1997).

However the context for menstruation is multi-faceted within some belief systems and the
stigma associated with menstruation is not present in all cultures (Buckley and Gottlieb,
1988). Among the Beng of the Ivory Coast, for example, menstruation is a positive symbol of
human fertility and food cooked by menstruating women is considered to be the most delicious
of all food, celebrating the feminine identity instead of punishing it (Gottlieb, 1982).
In developed economies throughout the 20th century while menstruation has not subjected
women to stigmatisation, researchers have nonetheless identified patterns of shame, oppression
and embarrassment connected with menstruation as a result of wider societal biases, and have
argued that women have traditionally internalised this (Lee, 1994; Oxley, 1998; Thomas,
2007). After conducting a qualitative study of young women’s experiences with menarche, Lee
(1994) found that many women felt ashamed and afraid that their period could leak through
their clothing in front of the opposite sex. Oxley (1998) reported that women felt incredibly

self-conscious during their periods. Many of them also claimed to prefer tampons as they
valued the perceived discretion they offered. They also only wore baggy clothes while
menstruating and believed that menstrual blood is distasteful.
Some academics have demonstrated that menstrual products can actually lead to avoidance and
distancing between people (Allen & Goldberg, 2009), while also classifying them as
unmentionable products (Prevel Katsanis, 1994). Allen and Goldberg (2009) report how
disgust is a common reaction between men and women at the thought of having sex whilst
menstruating. Similarly in an experiment conducted by Goldenberg, Power, Pyszczynski &
Roberts (2002) to test male reactions to menstrual products, a female participant ostensibly
dropped either a tampon or a paperclip in front of an unaware male counterpart. Ultimately
dropping the tampon led to avoidance in sitting close to her and an overwhelmingly negative
perception of her competence (Goldenberg et al., 2002). Similar findings have emerged with
regards to breastfeeding women (Arndt, Cox, Goldenberg & Pyszczynski, 2007a) and pregnant
women (Arndt, Cox, Goldenberg, & Goplen, 2007b) highlighting a broader social context for
views of female biology.
A brief overview of menstrual products identifies that innovation occurred between the mid19th and mid-20th centuries and then stalled until the early 21st century. In the 19th century
menstrual products took the form of ‘Absorbent Health Napkins’ and ‘Ladies Faultless
Serviette Supporters’ which were made of satin and held up around the hips with a rubber band
(Schroeder, 1976, p.107). It was not until the First World War that sanitary pads were invented,
and not until 1921 that they were retailed; the applicator tampon was invented in 1931 marking
the last menstruation device innovation to go into widespread use (Park, 1996; Schroeder,
1976). This was followed by scented and synthetic tampons designed to mask a woman’s
natural smell (Bobel, 2006; Luke, 1997). Menstruation related products also emerged in the
20th century, for example pharmaceutical products to assist women in the management of premenstrual syndrome (Park, 1996; Ussher, 2006) and a feminine hygiene product category
including vaginal sprays, douches, powders and washes, based on the premise that the vagina
and menstruation are “unclean” (Greer, 1970; Levine, 2002; Luke, 1997; Park, 1996). In the
remaining decades of the 20th century firms and manufacturers shied away from further
innovations, however the 21st century has seen the development of the reusable eco-friendly
menstrual cup with Diva Cups becoming one of the leading manufacturers and a top selling
product in Canada in 2016 (The Economist, 2018). THINX have developed the first period

absorbent underwear that can be washed and reused (Rogers, 2015), and non-pharmaceutical
menstrual gadgets have been designed to combat menstrual cramps without taking drugs
(Chappet, 2018).
However menstrual products of any kind are a luxury or rarity in subsistence and developing
economies where the absence of basic necessities of sanitation, access to water, and general
hygiene make the basic management of menstruation a health issue for females, most of whom
use alternatives to commercially produced products, and who consequently often risk infection
and even resulting infertility (Hodal, 2019; Waheed, 2018).

Changing Contexts for Menstruation
While societal biases in relation to menstruation have ranged from shame, embarrassment and
concealment to outright stigma, as outlined above, nonetheless there are signs of social change,
both in developing and developed economies. The Supreme Court of Nepal banned the practice
of ostracisation to menstrual huts in 2005, and criminalised the practice in 2018, making it
subject to financial penalty (Adhikari, 2019). In India changes to traditional menstrual and
fertility related practices and discussion are emerging, though still contested: a traditional ban
on the entry of women of child-bearing age to the Sabarimala temple, which celebrates the
celibate deity Ayyappa, was only lifted in 2018 amid protests and ongoing contestation, despite
being located in Kerala, a state noted as being relatively progressive on gender issues (Safi,
2019).
Change is also evident in relation to menstrual products: in India, for example, local social
entrepreneur Arunachalam Muruganantham, dubbed “Pad Man”, and the subject of a
Bollywood bio-pic, has pioneered low-cost menstrual products (Waheed, 2018), and sales tax
on menstrual products was abolished in 2018 (Zraick, 2018). Initiatives like AFRIpads have
been set up in Uganda to supply cost-effective, reusable sanitary pads to people in poverty,
with support from Western brands like Luna Pads for ‘buy one, give one’ schemes where for
every purchase of a product an Afri-pad product is donated to a female in Uganda (Forbes,
2015).
More generally the UN is reporting a “groundswell of advocacy around menstrual health
management” in developing countries (Zraick, 2018). That advocacy is also gaining traction
even in developed economies. For example a recognition of “period poverty” has emerged,

with a recent campaign in the UK, resulting in both free provision of menstrual products by the
NHS, and in UK schools (Stewart, 2019). Canada abolished sales tax on menstrual products in
2015, and the debate is on to follow suit in the US, Australia and beyond (Zraick, 2018).
More proactively, recent campaigners have been seeking not just to address health issues
related to menstrual management, or lift taboos, but to engender a more positive discussion
around menstruation. This can be seen in the phrase “period positive”, the related hashtag, and
the campaign for “menstrual discourse” attributed to UK campaigner Chella Quint (Period
Positive, 2019), and is also seen in broadly changing discourse around “menstrual equity” in
both the US and worldwide, defined as both equitable access to menstrual products, and also
more broadly as entitlement to reproductive health (Zraick, 2018). High profile positive media
coverage of Kiran Ghandi’s decision to run the London Marathon in 2015, while visibly
menstruating (Ghandi, 2015), and conversely the negative critique of Instagram’s 2019 deletion
(and subsequent reinstatement of) Rupi Kaur’s photographs of herself showing menstrual blood
stains on clothing (Sanghani, 2015; Zraick, 2018) are further indications of this shifting
“menstrual discourse”. So too is the entry in February 2019 of a period emoji into the mobile
messaging lexicon, following a campaign from Plan International UK for its introduction (Ho,
2019). A further contemporary indicator of the move towards “period positivity” is the
inclusion of a scene showing menstruation in a mainstream 2019 Oscar-nominated movie,
Mary Queen of Scots, which director Josie Rourke fought hard for in order to represent an
aspect of female experience she says “needs normalising” (Higgins, 2019).
The observations above from media and general culture are supported by recent research
studies. Menstruation can also be made sense of as acting as a marker for sexual maturity,
empowerment and transitioning into womanhood (Kissling, 2006; Lee, 1994). Polak (2006)
found that girls are rewriting the dominant negative narrative of menstruation that is present in
popular culture and instead discussing their menses quite openly and frankly, facilitating their
identity development and healthy bodily acceptance. Fingerson (2006) concluded that the girls
involved in her study derived agency and empowerment from menses. Malefyt and McCabe
(2016) found that women discuss menstruation in an open and honest manner. Many of the
women they interviewed outlined how menstruation is a signifier of good health, making up
the natural rhythm of their bodies.

Changes in the positioning of menstruation in society, in a shift towards menstrual health as a
right, and in “period positive” discourses in media and culture generally have been outlined
above. However commercial messages regarding menstruation are also circulated by menstrual
products themselves, and the discussion will now turn to how brands have represented
menstruation in their advertising.

Representations of Menstruation in Advertising
Early advertisements for menstrual products reflected the fact that during World War II women
were needed in the workforce (Park, 1996). Advertisements for menstrual products from this
era consequently promoted messages of fitting in, being free from embarrassment and smelling
fresh (Luke, 1997; Park, 1996). Mandziuk (2010) analysed Kotex advertisements from 1921 to
1926 and concluded that advertising reinforces contradictory expectations that women should
exhibit their bodies yet conceal their menstrual process. Mandziuk (2010) contends that this
discourse forms a therapeutic promise to free women from the perils of menstruation while also
insinuating that they are prisoners of their own biology. The first tampon advertisements by
Tampax boasted benefits of ‘no embarrassing odour’ and not ‘showing at all’ (Park, 1996).
Many academics maintain that discourses of shame and concealment were prominent in
advertising for menstrual products (Luke, 1997; Park, 1996). Kissling (2006) identified that
Kotex began to market crinkle-free sanitary pad wrapping designed so that no one else in the
bathroom could hear the unwrapping of the packaging. Merskin’s (1999) study of feminine
hygiene advertisements from teenage magazines from 1987 to 1997 found that the majority of
the advertisements played on the fears of young girls, emphasising the discreteness of the
products (Merksin, 1999). An advertisement from 2005 for Tampax Pearl tampons goes so far
as to show a scuba diver swimming close to a giant shark accompanied by copy reading, ‘A
leak can attract unwanted attention’ (Thomas, 2007, p. 65). In much menstrual product
advertising from this era women are represented in figure hugging white clothing distracting
from the reality of periods (Erchull, 2011; Havens & Swenson, 1988; Jackson, Mannix, &
Raftos, 1998). Arguably the very term ‘feminine hygiene’ itself suggests that there is something
dirty about women (Kane, 1997).
Some advertisements even played on the stigma surrounding menses, with a print
advertisement for Kotex reading: ‘I tied a tampon to my key ring so my brother wouldn’t take
my car. It worked’ (Malefyt & McCabe, 2016, p. 568). Many advertisements portray menstrual

blood as an alien blue liquid instead of showing its real red or brown colour to illustrate the
products functionality (Luke, 1997) and research has suggested that women have consequently
internalised negative feelings about their own bodily process (Merskin, 1999).
A parallel stream of advertising imagery has been scientific in nature for example featuring
pads with wings, different sizes of towels like ‘slims’ and special coverings being featured on
the sanitary products (Havens & Swensons,1998). Representations of women as physically
active, practicing ballet, swimming or doing gymnastics, have also been common (Havens &
Swensons,1998). Del-Saz-Rubio & Pennock-Speck (2009) in their study of British and Spanish
menstrual product advertisements from 2002 to 2008 also found that the women in their
advertisements were overwhelmingly portrayed as unstoppable and capable of engaging in all
types of activities during their periods. They also found that many women were also depicted
as being in control of their lives and relationships while menstruation was not referenced. They
suggest that this lack of talking about menstruation leads to a reinforcement of taboo culture
where menstruation is never talked about (Del-Saz-Rubio & Pennock-Speck, 2009). Malefyt
and McCabe (2016) analysed Stayfree advertising from the 1970s to the 2010s and found that
advertising is still entrenched with an ideology of gender inequality thus emphasising a
protection discourse that exacerbates a culture of shame and concealment.
As recently as 2015 advertising for THINX reusable underwear, designed to absorb menstrual
flow and for reuse following laundering, was initially banned by the Metropolitan Transport
Authority (MTA) from the New York subway as it was deemed too suggestive, showing
women in THINX reusable underwear and t-shirts. This caused a huge backlash for the MTA
brand as the New York subway is home to many other advertisements that contain regressive
sexually suggestive imagery of women and resulted in the brand’s frank approach to advertising
being displayed across

subway stations in New York. The upshot was a reversal on behalf

of the MTA, and a roll-out of the THINX campaign (Rogers, 2015).
The impact of such advertising representations of menstruation has been theorised by various
researchers. Del-Saz-Rubio & Pennock-Speck (2009) suggest that the advertising for British
and Spanish hygiene products that they studied leads to a reinforcement of taboo culture where
menstruation is never talked about. In a more recent quantitative study advertising representing
menstruation as taboo is studied for its effects on women from different countries. Women
from Sweden and Italy were compared, with Sweden being known for having more progressive

policies on sex education. After being exposed to advertising that depicts menstruation as a
taboo, Spanish women were found more likely to self-objectify than Swedish women. This
self-objectification was especially prevalent amongst participants who had very low levels of
menstrual knowledge (Spadaro d’Elia, & Musso, 2018). Similarly Oxley’s (1998) study of
British women found that many of their attitudes towards menstruation were directly
embodying the discourses of the advertisements around them.
Other research has focused on extreme medical advertisements where women are marketed
oral menstrual suppression pills as a means to avoid menstruation altogether (Mamo & Fosket,
2009; McMillan & Jenkins, 2016; Woods, 2013). However McMillan & Jenkins (2016) found
that the respondents in their study did not agree with the concept of menstrual suppression as
they linked menstruation to positive signifiers of health and naturalness

. In more seminal

research Park (1996) observes how advertisements for Midol, a pre-menstrual stress pill,
promises to restore women back to their full femininity where their homes are both healthy and
happy (Park, 1996), encouraging them to medicate in order to control their menstruation and
emotions (Luke, 1997; Park, 1996).
However, just as a shift in contexts for menstruation has been outlined above, commentators
have similarly observed a discursive shift which has been labelled ‘menstrual liberation’ in the
way menstruation is being constructed in contemporary advertising practices (Radnor, 2017).
For example Bodyform’s award winning campaign ‘Blood Normal’ is the first in the UK to
depict real menstrual blood instead of featuring blue liquid, purposefully chosen by the brand
(Kiefer, 2017). Furthermore the ‘Always’ brand has received multiple plaudits for its recent
#LikeAGirl campaign, widely reported as breaking boundaries in both menstrual and gender
representations (Marketing Society, 2016).
Overall then, advertising for menstrual products has traditionally paralleled the positioning of
menstruation in society as taboo, shameful and embarrassing. However there have been shifts
in “menstrual discourse” in society generally, as outlined above. These shifts in “menstrual
discourse” in society leaves a space for menstrual product brands to respond in their
representations of menstruation. This paper seeks to explore whether these shifts in “menstrual
discourse” generally, have been paralleled by a shift in the discourse of advertising for
menstrual products, specifically via the lens of a single case, the ‘Always’ brand, which has
received such significant positive attention.

Methodology

Research Design
For this study a social constructionist research paradigm has been adopted as the research
explores how menstruation is constructed in the advertising discourse of the ‘Always’ brand.
In essence, social construction is the understanding of how social realities are put together and
assigned meaning (Holstein & Gubriem, 2008). Within this broad perspective a visual
discourse analysis approach (Rose, 2016) is taken to advertising texts. The images derived from
four decades of ‘Always’ advertising present an opportunity to examine this material as a
‘revelatory case study’ (Yin, 2017). Molander et al. (2019, p.436) suggest their data, is
revelatory with regard to their study of discursive fatherhoods. In a similar vein, we argue that
the four decades of data brought together in this study is revelatory with regard to the discursive
construction of menstruation and the roles those constructions play in relation to other societal
constructs including female empowerment and gender equality.
Rose (2016, p.25) proposes a framework for thinking about visual materials in research
contexts. She identifies four sites: the site of production, the site of the image itself, the site of
circulation and the site where the image is encountered which she calls its ‘audiencing’. Her
framework suggests that each of these sites has three different aspects, which she calls
modalities: technological, compositional and social. Rose (2016, p.49) warns against casting
the net too wide in terms of selecting the sites and modalities to focus on and suggests that
practical and theoretical reasons will help the researcher focus on the site and modality(ies)
most suited to a particular study. This study focuses on the site of the image itself (i.e. ‘Always’
advertisements) and its social and compositional modalities which utilising Rose’s framework
(2016, p.25) directs a focus on visual meanings through the lens of what she terms ‘discourse
analysis I’ (Rose, 2016). This approach focuses on discourses produced by visuals and text, as
opposed to what she terms ‘discourse analysis II’, which focuses on institutional practices. In
using Rose’s (2016) discourse analysis I approach; we follow Marshall et al. (2014) who
applied the same lens in their study of discourses of fatherhood in Good Housekeeping
magazine over a number of decades and Sjoberg (2015) who analysed visual commercial
discourses of infants in direct marketing campaigns.

In addition we draw on the approaches of other visual researchers. Schroeder’s (2006) critical
visual analysis approach is integrated here. It offers useful specific tools for data analysis absent
from other more general accounts of visual methodologies, which we find compatible with
Rose’s (2016) discourse analysis I. Furthermore we acknowledge the importance of the four
dimensions of data analysis identified by Molander, Kleppe and Ostberg (2019). Both
approaches to data analysis are detailed and integrated in the data analysis below. This study
explores how advertising discursively produces a ‘kind of authoritative account’ (Rose, 2016,
p.194) specifically through visual imagery and advertising copy. The overarching research
question guiding this study is: How has the construction of menstruation changed over time in
the advertising discourse of the ‘Always’ brand?

Data Set
Purposive sampling was conducted of advertisements from the ‘Always’ brand ensuring that a
chronologically ordered dataset of ‘Always’ advertising from the 1980s to 2010s was collected.
This follows the approach taken in multiple previous studies of advertising representations
where sampling by decade is undertaken to understand changing discourse over time (Marshall
et al., 2014; Martens and Scott, 2005; Schneider and Davis, 2010a, 2010b). A notable benefit
of these online archives is their ease of access (Hitchcock, 2008) and the public nature of the
access (Rose, 2016). This approach is also in line with Rose’s (2016, p.195) observation that
‘the intertextuality of discourse’ demands ‘eclecticism’ in the variety of sources consulted.
Retrieving the dataset involved gathering a mix of print advertisements and videos. Search
terms used include ‘Always’ and ‘advertisements’ and ‘commercials’. The sources that were
utilised for the data collection of this research project are listed in Table 1.
Table 1: Sources Used For Data Collection
Name

Source

YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/

Pinterest

https://www.pinterest.ie/

Vintage Ad Browser

http://www.vintageadbrowser.com/

Advertising Archives UK

http://www.advertisingarchives.co.uk/en/page
/show_home_page.html

Effie Worldwide

https://www.effie.org/

Coloribus

https://www.coloribus.com/

In order to compile the dataset, relevant images and videos were identified and extracted from
their online source. Only the videos and advertisements that were labelled according to the
decade that they were made in were extracted. This ensured that the dataset could be ordered
chronologically. Schroeder (2006) advocates noting the medium in which advertisements are
presented and consequently an overview of the collected dataset is outlined below in Table 2.
Table 2: Overview of Dataset
‘Always’ Advertisements 1980 - 2018
Total Video Media

22

Total Print Media

40

Total Media

62

Era

Videos

Print

1980s/ 1990s

12

8

2000s

5

28

2010s

5

4

Data Analysis
Rose (2016) outlines how the search for recurring themes or visual patterns is typical of a
discourse analysis framework. Building on the work of Tonkiss (1998) and Gill (1996), she
emphasises that all preconceptions must be forgotten in order for the material to offer insights
that would otherwise have been missed. It is important when conducting a visual discourse
analysis that the key themes that occur most often are not focused upon solely. Instead themes
occurring occasionally or even rarely should also be taken into consideration, as they may
emerge as pertinent to the research question (Rose, 2016). Discourse analysis thus comprises
an iterative and flexible approach to constructing meaning from data.
Schroeder’s (2006) critical visual analysis approach offers useful specific tools for data
analysis absent from other more general accounts of visual methodologies, which we find
compatible with Rose’s (2016) discourse analysis I. He advises a focus on the key elements of
description, subject matter, form, media, style, genre and comparison. Likewise Molander et
al.’s (2019) dimensions of visual data analysis have informed our data analysis: along with

Schroeder (2006) they advocate a description of the elements in each image and a mapping of
the placement of these elements. For Schroeder (2006) description embraces relating images
to their cultural context, an analytical step shared by Molander et al. (2019), and a dimension
which is consistent with Rose’s (2016) identification of the social modality of images.
Furthermore Molander et al. (2019) propose a reflection on the emotions evoked by the image.
We use this contextual dimension as a lens for the data analysis in this study, as noted above.
Rose’s (2016) interpretative process for discourse analysis I is a flexible approach but can be
described as comprising three main components (p.205) along with a pre-requisite on the part
of the researcher which is to approach all of the data sources with ‘fresh eyes’. Firstly, there
must be a focus on claims to truth, scientific certainty and on the natural way of things. In this
sense there must be a focus on how discourse persuades. Given that we are interested in how
‘Always’ produces an authoritative account about how to make sense of menstruation, one
iteration of coding the data applies questions around how the advertisements being examined
produce truths. Secondly, of equal importance within this discourse analytical realm are
observations of dissent from the dominant discourse, thus additional iterations of coding apply
Schroeder’s (2006) key element of comparison to ask questions around coherence or lack of in
relation to the advertisements produced across the time frame being examined. These help to
emphasise the processes of persuasion that are otherwise difficult to detect. Discursive
formations are not necessarily logical or coherent. Instead a discursive formation can be based
on a multiplicity of different arguments. Thirdly discourse analysis involves reading for what
is not seen or said. Invisibility can have just as powerful effects as visibility (Rose, 2016) thus
further iterations of coding apply questions around what is not represented in the
advertisements being examined. Our analysis begins with placing our case in context.

Research Context
Schroeder’s (2006) critical visual analysis approach advocates that “placing images within
context” (p.305) is a key step, and offers “a brief case study of the company’s marketing
communications strategy” in his study of Calvin Klein advertising. Likewise Molander et al.
(2019) advocate relating the image to the cultural context. In addition this is consistent with
viewing visual data through the lens of its social modality as Rose (2016) outlines. Advertising
for ‘Always’ the sanitary brand owned by Procter and Gamble, was chosen as the case for this
visual discourse analysis for its value as a revelatory case (Yin, 2017). In line with Schroeder
(2006) and Molander et al. (2019) here the broader marketing context for ‘Always’ is outlined.

The ‘Always’ brand was launched in 1984 by Procter and Gamble, and by 1985 was the world’s
largest selling brand in its category (Procter & Gamble, 2015). Therefore from the outset the
brand has been among the world’s leading commercial menstrual products, and a significant
source of imagery and messages in relation to menstruation.
In 2015 the ‘Always’ #LikeAGirl advertisement, made by award winning filmmaker Lauren
Greenfield aired on the 2015 Superbowl in the US (Marketing Society, 2016). This was
‘Always’’ first ‘brand advocacy campaign’ (Champlin et al., 2019), which immediately
generated significant industry, social and cultural comment (Joy, 2014). The core theme of the
campaign has been that of the empowerment of young girls entering puberty, identified by
‘Always’ research as the time of greatest vulnerability in the development of female identity
(Marketing Society, 2016). The campaign broke records in 2015, rising to number 2 on the
viral video charts, winning an advertising Emmy (Diaz, 2015), multiple international
advertising awards and huge audiences internationally (Marketing Society, 2016). Time
magazine has ranked the advertisement at number 13 in its ranking of top 25 influential
Superbowl advertisements of all time (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017).
The #LikeAGirl campaign was thus a managerial success, but simultaneously judged to have
made a worldwide social impact, garnering a 2015 UN award for impact on female
empowerment (Marketing Society, 2016). Currently Procter and Gamble is the global leader
in market share of the retail disposable menstrual product sector, and owner of leading brands
‘Always’ and Whisper (sanitary pads) and Tampax (tampons) (Euromonitor, 2018). Procter
and Gamble continues to encourage and support female empowerment campaigns, along with
working to combat period poverty and promoting a message of period positivity (Procter and
Gamble, 2019).
Brand advocacy has been described by Champlin et al. (2019, 1241) as a ‘critical advertising
trend’ warranting greater levels of research attention. Given this, the scale of the ‘Always’
brand internationally, and the impact of its #LikeAGirl campaign, it was judged to be a
‘revelatory case’ (Yin, 2017) for the analysis of the visual discourse it has produced, in relation
to menstruation, via its advertising, and how this may have changed over time.

Analysis of Images
In line with data analysis in previous studies using discourse analysis and sampling visuals by
decade we have found broad discursive themes over time (Marshall et al., 2014; Martens and
Scott, 2005). We have labelled these discursive themes (i) Overt Threat (1980s/1990s), (ii)
Uncontrollable (2000s) and (iii) Invisible (2010s).

(Note: Due to copyright restrictions we are unable to reproduce any of the advertisements
themselves. We have included links below to the online locations of a number of the ads
analysed .)
(i) 1980s/ 1990s: Discursive Pattern - Overt Threat
Both Schroeder (2006) and Molander et al. (2019) identify discussion of subject matter and
elements of the composition of the image as key analytical tasks. During the 1980s and 1990s
menstruation is constructed as a threatening phenomenon by the binary benefits of protection
and cleanliness that ‘Always’ pads can offer. The narrative of protection is embedded
throughout the advertising of ‘Always’ pads with women describing how the brand protects
them from getting their periods on themselves and on their underwear.
Schroeder’s (2006) key element subject matter allows us to identify how advertisements
throughout this era promote ‘Always’ products in a highly inauthentic manner. He advocates a
specific focus on composition and colour. The words ‘period’ or ‘menstruation’ or ‘menses’
are never featured in the advertising of the 1980s and 1990s, instead terms like ‘wetness’,
‘moisture’, ‘liquid’ and ‘stain’ are used. Wetness is portrayed as something that needs to be
‘trapped’ and that women need protection from. The natural red/brown colour of menstrual
blood is also notably absent from the advertisements. Instead a blue liquid resembling a
cleaning product is used to further demonstrate the hygiene and freshness that women can get
from using ‘Always’. In this sense ‘Always’ is choosing to showcase the functionality of its
products, avoiding realistic depictions at all costs (Luke, 1997), which can send a negative
message to women about their bodies (Merskin, 1999). Following Molander et al. (2019) the
feelings evoked by the brand are identified: the name of the brand ‘Always’ evokes feelings of
consistency, predictability and trust positioning itself as a binary to a phenomenon that is often
considered to be unpredictable, untrustworthy and inconsistent.

Compositional elements are a significant dimension of the descriptive element for Schroeder
(2006) carrying meaning. Here colour is identified as common across advertisements from this
era, with an emphasis on pastel colours (Luke, 1997). A message of cleanliness is constructed
throughout the advertisements and is demonstrated through the use of visual imagery and copy
with many of the advertisements promoting a ‘clean dry feeling’ that is ‘fresher’. The
advertisement is available at link 1.
This 1990’s text-laden magazine advertisement (Link 1 http://bit.ly/2OjWgdd) is illustrative of
how the ‘Always’ brand constructed periods as threatening the cleanliness of women’s bodies.
This ad includes a heading which runs across the full width of the ad stating ‘WE PROMISE
YOU A CLEANER, DRIER FEELING. ALWAYS’. Shot in black and white an image of a
woman wearing a white towelling robe and seated on a white chair is depicted in the centre of
the ad. This black and white image contrasts with the otherwise full colour ad. To the left of
the woman, a sub-heading states ‘Nothing Feels CLEANER and DRIER than the ALWAYS
DRY WEAVE …’ above a series of three photographic images showing the characteristic blue
liquid spelling out the word ‘Always’ on a pad. To the right of the woman an illustration of
women’s briefs containing the Always pad is accompanied by the copy ‘UNIQUE WINGS for
extra PROTECTION’. This graphic sits above photo stills of the products along with the tagline
Always CLEANER Always DRIER.
Another magazine advertisement dating from the 1990’s (Link 2 http://bit.ly/2qzEmu0) depicts
a ‘flexi-wing’ sanitary pad cut to the shape of a flying dove-like bird. This is placed slightly
off centre. The dominant colours in the ad are white and pale pink. The word stretch sits above
the bird-shaped pad in large bold copy, while ‘your limits’ is presented in a smaller font and
sits beneath the wing of the dove. A paragraph of sub-text sits in the bottom right corner of the
ad and includes the line ‘Be a little freer, soar a little higher with Flexi-WingsTM from Always’.
This angelic imagery is used to visually emphasise the hygiene and purity that ‘Always’ can
bring to women during their periods. The use of a graceful white dove is common where its
clean white wings are compared to the wings on ‘Always’ pads. These pale clean tones help to
subtly remind women that they need the cleanliness of ‘Always’ pads to protect them from
stains that their unclean periods bring.

Analysis of these images in terms of their social and compositional modalities is best conducted
by looking at how females are represented (Rose, 2016). The typical ‘Always’ women here are
white and middle class visualised by their fashionable clothing, makeup and jewellery.
Professional women are portrayed in typically feminine professions such as ballet and fashion
design. Women of colour are rare in these advertisements, with just two African American
women featuring across the advertisements from the 1980s and 1990s in the dataset gathered.
(ii) 2000: Incremental Discursive Shift - Uncontrollable
There is a shift in the discourse of ‘Always’ advertising in the 2000s. Here the compositional
and colour elements (Schroeder, 2006) are significant. The blue liquid and the code names for
menstruation like ‘wetness’ and ‘fluid’ remain present but the threatening nature of
menstruation that was emphasised by the cleanliness and protective benefits of ‘Always’
products is notably absent. Instead it is evident that menstruation is constructed as a
phenomenon that is out of control. Menstruation as uncontrollable is discursively embedded
throughout the advertising of this era. Menstruating women portrayed as out of control are
present as the subject matter element (Schroeder, 2006) in many of the advertisements where
the solution to their inadequacies is to purchase ‘Always’. In one advertisement a woman is
pictured looking uncomfortable and sweaty in her car vigorously trying to cool down due to an
unwelcome rise in body temperature. In another a woman is represented as tossing and turning
in her sleep until she involuntarily kicks her partner off the bed. Uncontrollable rising blue
liquid is used as a metaphor for a period without the protection of ‘Always’ in another
advertisement.
Periods are frequently compared to the weather, something that is both unpredictable and
uncontrollable. In advertisements invoking weather conditions ‘Always’ products are
consistently portrayed as the solution to each of these ordeals. Periods are frequently compared
to rainfall. In one print advertisement periods are depicted as unreliable with copy that tells
women not to panic: ‘so long as you haven’t had unprotected sex, it’s probably just that your
periods are still a bit all over the place’.
A focus on subject matter as Schroeder (2006) advocates further reveals that the majority of
women featured in advertisements produced by ‘Always’ during this time frame are depicted
as thin, and resembling fashion models. There is also increasing diversity in the racial identities
featured in the advertisements.

A magazine advertisement from the 2000’s (Link 3 https://bit.ly/2XUj9ap) depicts a black
woman leaning over in a relaxed way, hands clasped behind her head. The image contains just
the woman’s head and arms and she is wearing a soft pale blue sweater and is smiling widely.
The copy reads ‘My body is reinventing itself. I think that’s progress’. The sub-text reads ‘And
I expect the same from my pad’. A very small product image is included in the bottom right
hand corner of the ad.
Men are present in a number of Always advertisements too, and although they are sexually
objectified, with their half-naked bodies exposed, they are portrayed as dominant figures
looking at the camera at eye level, standing tall and in control.
A clear discursive shift can be identified in the advertising from this time period. The scientific
looking blue liquid, the focus on fluid, and on menstruation as a threat are gone. These are
replaced by menstruation as out of control. Nonetheless this is an incremental shift in discourse,
where menstruation is still embedded in the advertising, and the focus is now on managing or
controlling it in some way.

2010: Significant Discursive Shift - Invisible
From 2010 onwards the discursive construction of menstruation changes as the ‘Always’ brand
has repositioned as an advocate for gender equality with its #LikeAGirl campaign. There is a
clear shift in two of the key elements identified by Schroeder (2006) as central to critical visual
analysis: compositional dimensions of colour and subject matter. Previously in the first phase
we saw the use of code names for menstruation like ‘wetness’ and ‘moisture’ along with the
presence of blue liquid. The construction of menstruation as threatening, evoking feelings of
uncleanliness and vulnerability in women is no longer evident. Likewise the construction of
menstruation as something that is out of control has disappeared. Instead periods take on an
invisible presence as the brand prioritises communication tactics that advocate for feminist
values.
Molander et al. (2019) encourage a reflection on emotions as a step in their approach to visual
analysis. Here in this third phase we find that the #LikeAGirl campaign takes us on an emotive

journey where the rules of what it means to be a girl are questioned breaking down gender
binaries and helping females to realise that they are equal in comparison to their male
counterparts. The change in discourse is reflected throughout the changes in compositional
elements of the advertisements (Schroeder, 2006). Sweet feminine tones and clean whites
disappear making room for more rich, earthy and gender-neutral colours throughout the
advertisements. Similarly this shift in discourse is due to the changes in the social modality of
the images (Rose, 2016). As subject matter elements (Schroeder, 2006) the use of mainly white
and thin women has been made redundant. Instead the advertisements from this era feature a
greater range of women and girls who are representative of society as a whole giving way to a
more authentic representation of modern female identity. This significant shift in the subject
matter element of the advertisements, a feature identified by Schroeder (2006), here involves a
shift to a wide range of females of varying race and ethnicity. Bodies of all shapes and sizes
are also represented moving away from the token thin, white woman of previous decades.
Young girls are featured throughout giving way to a much more innocent and unthreatening
narrative.
In the #LikeAGirl campaign by ‘Always’ these traits are common amongst the females in the
advertisements. Many are pictured standing tall and confident with their shoulders back. They
are all filmed at eye level looking directly into the camera, looking confident and in control of
their surroundings. Furthermore, they are pictured playing sports that are traditionally
masculine like soccer, fencing, and boxing.
One magazine advertisement from this campaign (2016) (Link 4 http://bit.ly/2KS9XxY)
depicts a young girl on a sports pitch grasping a rugby ball. She is front and centre of the ad,
her gaze is slightly downward as she appears focussed on the game at play. Her hair is untidy
and she is dressed in a darkly coloured tracksuit and a green sports bib. Seven other girls of
varying ethnicities also partaking in the game are depicted slightly out of focus in the
background. A copy overlay directly above the ball the girl is holding reads ‘Keep Playing
#LIKEAGIRL’. The logo and tagline ‘Always Rewrite the Rules’ is included in the bottom right
hand corner of the ad.

Discussion

A discursive shift in how menstruation is constructed has been identified in advertising for the
‘Always’ brand over the course of the past four decades. Using Schroeder’s (2006) comparison
dimension of critical visual analysis we can see that during phase one of the brand’s evolution
during the 1980s and 1990s a discursive pattern of overt threat is constructed where the
cleanliness and protection of the ‘Always’ brand is positioned as its salvation. A focus on
descriptive elements (Molander et al. 2019; Schroeder, 2006) enables the identification of a
narrative of protection emphasised throughout the advertisements as well as hygienic and white
angelic tones where the wings of doves are compared to the wings on an ‘Always’ sanitary
towel. Analysis of composition and colour specifically (Schroeder, 2006) shows that blue
liquid acts as a substitute for menstrual blood and the language and visuals draw on the rhetoric
of scientific problem solving. Euphemisms are employed such as ‘wetness’ and ‘fluid’.
Femininity is constructed by the use of sweet pastel tones. A narrow definition of female
identity is evident consisting of white, middle class and thin women.
During the 2000s, phase two of the brand’s evolution involves an incremental discursive shift
where menstruation is constructed as uncontrollable. Menstruating women are depicted as out
of control and menstruation is often compared to unpredictable situations like the rolling of a
dice and the weather. Blue liquid remains common throughout the advertisements and is
referred to as ‘wetness’ and moisture’. A homogenised definition of femininity is carried into
this era with white and thin women remaining dominant throughout the advertisements
consistent with Schroeder’s (2006) and Rose’s (2016) observations that race emerges as a
common meta discourse in visual imagery. The scientific visuals and copy remain present
further exaggerating how menstruation is uncontrollable for the audience.
However from 2010 onwards there is a notable shift in the discourse of ‘Always’ advertising.
This third phase of the brand’s evolution draws on a more significant discursive shift. The
#LikeAGirl campaign repositions the brand as an advocate for gender equality, widening older
rigid definitions of girlhood. The sweet feminine tones and angelic white doves of the past are
no longer present. Earthy deep blue and green tones become visually dominant representing a
more gender-neutral stance for the brand. Narrow definitions of femininity are widened as the
advertising features women of all races and sizes. Women are no longer confined to typically
feminine roles as they are pictured playing rugby and weightlifting. The use of scientific
language and visuals has disappeared. In the face of feminist values, menstruation becomes
invisible.

These discursive shifts are demonstrated in figure 1, where the incremental shift between
phases one and two of the brand’s evolution is contrasted with the more significant break with
previous discourse in phase three. These discursive shifts mirror those found by Marshall et al.
(2014) in relation to fatherhood between 1950 and 2010 in the advertising found in Good
Housekeeping magazine, where constructions of fatherhood as patriarchal and the breadwinner
in the 1950s change into fatherhood as a less obvious presence by 2010. The elements of these
discourses relating to each era are detailed in Table 3.
Figure 1: Discursive shifts in menstruation from 1980 – 2010

Undoubtedly influenced by the prevailing taboo culture that has surrounded menstruation for
centuries (Ussher, 2006), the advertisements of the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s construct periods
in a regressive and damaging manner for their female audience. This is because the overt threat
and uncontrollable discourses reinforce a culture of shame and stigma around menstruation,
something that many previous studies have suggested can have a negative effect on the creation
of meaning for females (Oxley, 1998; Spadaro et al. 2017). As ‘Always’ appears to respond to
what Maclaran (2015) describes as ‘a fresh feminist zeitgeist’ (p.1734) the brand embodies a
new progressive ideological positioning. Newer definitions of femininity and womanhood
unfold with menstruation becoming invisible in the process. Along with Del Saz-Rubio and
Pennock-Speck (2009), this study points to a conclusion that although the #LikeAGirl
campaign embodies positive feminist values and was ground-breaking in relation to recent
femvertising trends (Parsons et al., 2017), the fact that menstruation is not mentioned could
potentially rekindle old traditions about not speaking about it all. Therefore the researchers
would encourage ‘Always’ to maintain its new progressive positioning, but at the same time to
follow in the steps of other brands like Bodyform which has included menstrual blood in its
advertising (Kiefer, 2017), normalising periods while helping to make blue liquid a category
norm of the past.

This brand repositioning is akin to what Kotler and Sarkar (2017) have deemed brand activism.
This is where a brand exhibits a values-driven agenda caring about the future of society. In this
sense ‘Always’ has incorporated social and political activism into its communications as this
campaign is based on a feminist perspective. Similarly, Holt and Cameron’s (2010) concept of
cultural brand strategy is embodied as ‘Always’ moves away from its old product superiority
positioning to incorporating cultural connections into its communications. Holt & Cameron’s
(2010) concept of social disruption is also evident as the #LikeAGirl campaign works to disrupt
old gender stereotypes widening older regressive definitions of femininity. Schroeder’s (2006)
critical visual analysis advocates a focus on genre as a key element. Here there is a clear shift
towards an activist advertising genre. This campaign fits with contemporary definitions of
“femvertising”, whereby brands are using the idea of female empowerment to sell products and
services (Parsons et al., 2017, Zeisler, 2016).
However activist brands, and those adopting a “femvertising” message, such as ‘Always’, and
Dove (owned by Unilever) before it, are, as cultural critics point out, nonetheless operating
according to marketplace logic, with commercial sales imperatives the foundation of all their
activities (Baxter, 2015; Murray, 2013). Large FMCG companies risk criticisms of hypocrisy
and double standards where other brands in their portfolio espouse values that are at odds with
their activist or “femvertising” driven brands: this is a criticism that has been levelled at
Unilever in relation to its brands ‘Dove’ (“femvertising”) versus ‘Lynx/Axe’ (“new ladism”)
(Baxter, 2015). Likewise, the same criticism could be levelled at Procter and Gamble in relation
to ‘Always’ (female empowerment) versus ‘Old Spice’: the campaign for the latter ‘the man
your man could smell like’ which, while satirical, nonetheless relies on exaggerated tropes of
traditional masculinity (Barber and Bridges, 2017). On the other hand, the recent campaign for
Procter and Gamble brand ‘Gillette’, which critiques traditional masculine behaviours, albeit
receiving a mixed public and critical response (Topping, Lyons & Weaver, 2019), does indicate
an attempt at consistency and equivalence in gender messages communicated by the brand
portfolio.

Table 3: Emerging discourses of menstruation in ‘Always’ Advertising 1980s – 2010s
1980/ 1990:

Periods are constructed as unclean and dirty

Overt Threat

Pronounced emphasis on needing protection from periods
Blue liquid omnipresent = ‘wetness’ and ‘moisture’
Pale, clean, pastel tones common throughout
Graceful white doves compared to wings on ‘Always’ pads
Lack of diversity in representation of females
Scientific rhetoric evident
Menstruation is constructed as uncontrollable

2000:

Menstruating women portrayed as out of control

Uncontrollable

Periods compared to unpredictable situations like the weather
Blue liquid omnipresent - called ‘fluid’ and ‘wetness’
Feminine identity subject to narrow definitions

Periods embody invisible presence
‘Always’ brand repositions itself as advocate for gender equality
2010: Invisible

Blue liquid and previous code names no longer present
Sweet feminine tones and clean whites are replaced by earthy
gender-neutral tones
Diversified female identity represented
Women no longer possess subordinate traits
Advertisements do not include scientific language

Furthermore while ‘Always’ shifts its discourse significantly over the decades, from invisible,
through uncontrollable to empowerment, the activist genre dominant in the #LikeAGirl
campaign does not make menstruation any more visible. Menstrual product brands THINX
(Jardine, 2019) and Bodyform (APG, 2019) have also very recently embraced activist brand

stances, but ones that put menstrual imagery as central to their advertising, both showing
menstrual blood. While ‘Always’ has made a significant shift in the genre of advertising used
and the discourse around menstruation, from period invisibility and uncontrollability, to female
empowerment, the more radical discourse of period positivity has been taken up by other
brands.

Conclusion
An acknowledgement and critical examination of the role that the marketplace plays in shaping
consumers’ understandings of gendered images, roles and expectations is crucial in order for
marketers to engage in a socially responsible manner. Parsons, MacLaran, & Chatzidaki (2017)
argue that ‘gender inequalities and indeed gendered experiences are inextricably linked with
marketplace dynamics’(p.48), and, that marketers and consumer researchers are ‘tasked with
teasing out these links and understanding how inequalities are perpetuated and how they might
be changed’ (p.48). The three dominant visual discourses identified in this study namely
menstruation as overt threat, as uncontrollable and as an invisible presence all function as
strong claims to truth, reaching the everyday life of female consumers and playing a pivotal
role in their creation of meaning around menstruation. As ‘Always’ begins to shift its
positioning, simultaneously there is a transformation in how menstruating women are
constructed and made sense of by themselves and others over time.
Limitations and Future Research
A challenge in visual discourse analysis is knowing where to set the boundaries in relation to
intertextual connections. Therefore the researcher can never consider any analysis complete, but
must be tentative in offering conclusions (Rose, 2016). Thus the researchers here acknowledge
the potential incompleteness of the analysis of the data.

Although online archives enable the collection of a historic dataset for visual discourse analysis
(Hitchcock, 2008), Steedman (2005) points out that the structure of algorithms driving search
engines may result in limitations to a research dataset. As algorithms are keyword-driven,
searches are limited by keywords used by researchers which may lead to omissions in the final
dataset (Wallace, 2010) and this may be the case in this study.

As this research only considers one brand, future research can be carried out on other brands
within the feminine hygiene industry. As well as looking chronologically at the discursive
shifts in menstruation, future research could also be done on a cross comparison of brands,
comparing the discourses of each and how they vary in their contributions. In addition future
studies could be carried out comparing the advertising discourse of feminine hygiene brands in
different countries. For example the advertising from countries with different cultures such as
India and America could be analysed comparing their varying discursive formations.
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